
SCHOOL  
PROFILE

Taos Academy
Hybrid charter school 
authorized by the state

Taos, New Mexico

GRADE LEVELS SERVED: 5-12

NUMBER OF STUDENTS  
SERVED: 225

last revised on 9/1/18

“

In 1999, Bob and Jan Davidson co-founded the Davidson Institute 
for Talent Development, a nonprofit operating foundation whose 
mission is to recognize, nurture and support profoundly intelligent 
young people and to provide opportunities for them to develop 
their talents to make a positive difference. Through their work 
with the Davidson Institute, the Davidsons saw the challenges that 
parents of profoundly gifted students faced finding appropriate 
public education placements for their children. They heard 
stories of countless profoundly gifted students experiencing 

gaps between their potential and the instruction they were provided in schools. These realizations led them 
envision a new public school that would serve these students. 

The current, one-size-fits-all approach to education is not working for our brightest 
students. The Davidson Academy takes a different approach based on a student’s ability 
not their age. Academy students will be vital to moving our state and nation forward with 
their talents and innovations while supporting our nation’s position in the global economy.”

– Bob Davidson, Davidson Academy, Founder, Funder, and Board Member

In 2005, the Nevada Legislature passed Nevada Revised Statute (NRS) 388C1, which acknowledged that 
mainstream public schools were not serving profoundly gifted students well, and sought to “to support 
and encourage the ongoing development of innovative educational programs and tools to improve the 
educational opportunities of profoundly gifted pupils.” NRS 388C allowed for the creation of “University 
school for profoundly gifted pupils” that would be available to students from anywhere in Nevada, and would 
be supported by public education funding allocations. The legislation also allowed for university schools to 
run distance education programs.

The Davidson Academy opened in 2006 as the first (and only) university school for profoundly gifted pupils, 
and has grown from about 30 students to 160 students in school year 2017–18 on its physical campus. 

1  https://www.leg.state.nv.us/NRS/NRS-388C.html
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The Davidson Academy opened on the University of 
Nevada campus in Reno in 2006 as the first public school 
for profoundly gifted middle and high school students in 
the US, available to students living anywhere in Nevada. In 
2017, the school launched its Online Campus to extend its 
reach on a tuition basis to US students outside of Nevada. 
As of school year 2017–18, slightly more that 100 students 
are accessing unique courses. Unlike traditional schools, 
the Academy’s classes group students by ability.

Davidson 
Academy 
Online Campus
Online campus  
of a public school

Reno, Nevada

GRADE LEVELS SERVED: 
Equivalent of grades 8–12, 
although the school does not 
place students in grade levels

NUMBER OF STUDENTS  
SERVED: 100 in the online 
campus, including both part-time 
and full-time students
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Despite this growth, school leaders recognized that geography was the limiting factor in student enrollment. 
The team considered opening schools in other locations, but instead decided that opening an online 
campus would provide access to more qualified students than a series of campuses across the US.

The Online Camus
In 2014, the Davidson Academy started planning for the addition of an online campus. Extensive strategic 
planning was crucial as the Davidson Academy was looking to create a new kind of online school. School 
leaders leveraged existing research about online learning and best practices in gifted education to create a 
new model of online learning that addressed the specific needs of profoundly gifted students.  

The Davidson Academy team spent several years in the design phase to ensure that they were building a 
model of online learning that would benefit their students. They found that online education offers several 
specific advantages to gifted students, including:

• Creating the opportunity to take advanced courses and provide gifted students with access to instructors 
with specializations that may not be available locally. 

• Allowing gifted students to take coursework that is specifically targeted for their ability level. 

• Offer gifted students the ability to interact and learn with their intellectual, similar-age peers. 

• Providing an opportunity to learn using technology, which gifted students often enjoy and say is a motivating 
factor for them. 

They result of this strategic design phase is a model of online education that is unique to the 
Davidson Academy. 

The Davidson Academy began offering six a la carte online courses in the fall of 2016: two English courses, 
one history course, one science course, and two math courses. These courses were targeted toward 
students between the ages of eight and 13. 

Instructional Strategies and Methods
The Davidson Academy adheres to six core values in all of their online courses. All online courses should (a) 
be rigorous, (b) be personalized, (c) be flexible, (d) be collaborative, (e) include rich discourse collaborative, 
and (f) foster critical thinking. 

Rigorous – Courses will have an appropriate level of rigor that will challenge participants to achieve in a 
supportive online classroom that encourages academic risk and growth.

Personalized – Courses will provide students with a highly supportive learning environment that will address 
the needs of individual learners and provide opportunities for student voice in learning.

Flexible – Courses will have a flexible learning plan so that they are responsive to the needs of 
individual students.

Collaborative – Courses will contain synchronous instructional elements that require collaboration among 
participants. While the courses will be online, it is important that the participants do not feel isolated in their 
learning experience.

Davidson Academy Online Campus (cont.)
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Rich discourse – Courses will rely on a rich and authentic two-way discourse between all participants.

Critical thinking – Courses will provide opportunities for participants to think critically, form and support 
opinions, and experience a variety of perspectives. 

The Davidson Academy decided to build online courses that mirror the strengths of an in-person education, 
while offering the flexibility of an online model, by combining asynchronous and live components. Course 
material is delivered asynchronously through the learning management system where students read text, 
watch videos, or participate in forums to understand the basic concepts for each course. Students then 
come to live session to deepen their understanding of course concepts and interact in real-time with 
their classmates and instructor. During live sessions students and the instructor are required have their 
microphones and webcams enabled. A math course will typically see multiple students presenting their work 
on digital whiteboards while they discuss problem-solving strategies. A live session in a history course will 
often take the form of a debate about a topic under study. In science courses, students may use live session 
time to complete experiments with their classmates using the science equipment delivered to their home. In 
English courses, Socrative discussions and workshopping are common. All core courses meet twice a week 
for two 90-minute or three 60-minute live sessions. Elective courses hold live sessions on Fridays for up to 
two hours.

Communications—both asynchronous and real-time—are central to Davidson’s strategy for both academics 
and social emotional development. Without this level of interaction, students would not feel as connected 
to their learning community. Several students discussing their online learning experience at a panel 
presentation in June of 2018 agreed that some of their closest friends are their online classmates, even 
though they may have just met in person that morning. 

In the fall of 2018, Davidson Academy Online will deploy its first telepresence robot. The telepresence robot 
enables an online student to remotely control a robotic device in which the online student’s live image is 
presented on a display and audio and video are shared in real-time. Unlike traditional video conferencing, 
a telepresence robot allows the online student to move freely about the physical classroom to interact with 
peers and instructors. The additiona of a telepresence robot will Davidson Academy Online students the 
opportunity to access courses with classmates and instructors who are on the physical campus in Reno. 
Initially, a student who needs Calculus III will log into the telepresence robot at 10:00 am Monday through 
Thursday and attend Calculus III in real-time. The screen on the telepresence robot can serve as a digital 
whiteboard enabling the online student to share his work and mathematical thinking with his classmates. As 
more students need more advanced coursework, they will have the opportunity to attend the Reno campus 
through telepresence. 

Davidson Academy students are also non-degree seeking students at the University of Nevada, Reno. This 
partnership with the University enables students to take college level coursework when it is appropriate. 
In the case of the student accessing Calculus III this fall, he will take his remaining math courses at the 
University level while still being able to access his other core courses at Davidson Academy Online. 

Student Support
The Davidson Academy’s Reno campus has developed a series of student supports that have been adapted 
and adopted for their online campus. For example, neither campus places students in grade levels with a 
prescribed curriculum. Instead, the school partners with parents and students to develop a Personalized 

Davidson Academy Online Campus (cont.)
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Learning Plan (PLP). The PLP is used to place student in courses based on their abilities and academic needs 
in each subject, rather than age or grade level. The purpose of the PLP is to deepen and strengthen the 
learning experience for all Davidson Academy students. While parents and students at the Reno campus 
attend PLP meetings in person, Online Campus students and their parents attend the PLP meeting by 
videoconferencing. PLPs are consistent with the Davidson Academy philosophy of treating students as 
individuals who are invested in their own learning. With students and their parent(s) participating in the 
process, PLPs are formally reviewed and revised at least once each academic year. 

The PLP is an adaptable document that is used to guide students through a rigorous core curriculum and 
help them make elective decisions based upon their interests and commensurate to their levels of ability, 
achievement, and motivation. Students, with adult guidance, propose ideas for the personalization process. 
Personalization is not “doing your own thing” or altering the core requirements; it is the core experience with a 
variety of options based on student interest and competence. Personalization also refers to adapting individual 
classroom experiences to provide students with a pace and depth appropriate to their abilities and interests.  

At the Davidson Academy, students are placed in the appropriate level of core courses first, and then the 
administrators create the master schedule to ensure each student gets the courses they need. In most 
schools, the master schedule dictates which courses a student can take. Because of the model employed 
at the Davidson Academy, to give one example, a current twelve-year-old student is taking Calculus III and a 
middle school level English course, along with additional electives.  

Just like the Personalized Learning Process, college guidance is very individualized. The staff at the 
Davidson Academy Online works with students to help them find their personalized route to success 
after high school graduation. Most students begin college planning during their sophomore year, but 
some students begin sooner depending on their goals. Trained college admissions counselors meet with 
online students via video conferencing whenever they wish to begin the process. Student and parents 
are encouraged to co-enroll in the College Seminar course during the student’s sophomore or junior year. 
This non-graded course is offered in the evening so that parents and students can participate through 
video conferencing. This course allows the Davidson Academy Online college admissions counselor the 
opportunity to explain the college admissions process in detail with families each week. Students and 
parents work through activities that prepare them for the college admissions process. Other College 
guidance services include:  

• building a resume

• building a college list based off of the student’s criteria and helping them know what to look for

• financial planning resources

• navigating Naviance (a college and career readiness solution that helps align student strengths and interests 
to postsecondary goals)

• Common Application boot camp

• career planning assessments and development

• internship guidance

• College Day

• test preparation resources. 

Davidson Academy Online Campus (cont.)
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The Davidson Academy also offers counseling services and student-led support to ensure that students 
have the resources they need to be successful. Students meet regularly with their guidance counselor 
who helps students adjust to an online environment and provides support for a range of issues including, 
(a) perfectionism, (b) time management, (c) social skills, (d) internships, (e) passion projects, (f ) mindfulness, 
(g) study skills, and (h) healthy habits. The counseling staff also organizes monthly community meetings to 
bring students and staff together to foster communication in non-academic ways. In addition to all of the 
adult support, students at the Davidson Academy have access to student-led support in math mentors, a 
comprehensive writing center, clubs, and peer liaisons. 

Instructional Staff 
Davidson Academy looks for staff members that first understand the needs of profoundly gifted students; 
second, are experts in their content area; and lastly, have the technical expertise to teach in an online 
environment. The first two qualities are non-negotiable, while the third can be taught on the job. Since the 
Davidson Academy is located in Reno, Nevada, preference is given to hiring staff that reside in northern 
Nevada. However, since Davidson Academy Online students live anywhere, instructors can be remote as 
well. Having the flexibility to use instructors outside a limited geographic region enables Davidson Academy 
Online to ensure that they use the best instructors.  

Staff members meet regularly using the same video conferencing platform and principles as live sessions. 
This enables the staff to discuss students, plan collaboratively, and grow professionally. Staff members 
regularly attend conferences in their subject area and in online learning or on technology topics. Non full-
time staff members are compensated by class and not by enrollment. Full-time staff are limited to a maximum 
of five courses each semester. To adhere to their core values, classes often have less than 15 students 
enrolled. This model allows staff to focus on building relationships and offering specific and detailed 
feedback to all students, which is essential for student growth. 

Davidson Academy Online Campus (cont.)
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